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SWINBURNE’S BORGIAN MUSE:
“A BALLAD OF LIFE” AND “A BALLAD OF DEATH”

linda e.

McDaniel

THE UNIVERSITY OF SOUTH CAROLINA
Swinburne opens his 1866 Poems and Ballads with companion
pieces portraying a woman addressed as Borgia.1 Among several
instances of the poet’ continued fascination with the notorious fig
ure,2 the paired poems develop an unusually enigmatic version of
Lucretia: “A Ballad of Life” describes a beautiful, sweet songstress
playing a cithern in the company of Lust, Shame, and Fear; and “A
Ballad of Death” pictures Venus mourning the same lady’ death.
Imagery and characterization suggest that Swinburne selected from
and blended literary, historical, and Rossettian sources to present this
Borgia as his own Muse, an idealized goddess of poetry who trans
forms evil and ugliness into beauty. In this context, the first ballad
analyzes the life his lady brings to poetry as she plays on all the
strings of the instrument and sings of love and pleasure, sin and
sorrow. The second ballad laments her demise in an age that ignores
or restricts his Muse of sensuous experience. Although these introduc
tory poems generally receive only cursory attention, they merit
further examination as prologue and apologia announcing and
explaining the author’ methods and themes in his first collection of
poetry.
In “ Ballad of Life” and “A Ballad of Death,” the poet calls the
songstress “Borgia” only once, at the end of the first poem; and in a
letter he asked his publisher to print “In honorem D. Lucretiae Estensis Borgiae” under the first title and under the second, “the same
inscription, substituting the word ‘obitum’ for ‘honorem.’ ”3 Even with
these aids to identification, the lady in these poems bears little resem
blance to the popular notions of the Renaissance figure.4 Instead of
presenting a legendary or historical characterization in the ballads,
Swinburne attaches his own associations to a well-known name and
uses it in his analysis of contemporary poetry. Implicated in her
family’s intrigues and crimes by birth and proximity, Lucretia Borgia
knew sin, sorrow, and death. The apparently contradictory qualities
that history also records of her benevolence, compassion, and love for
the arts combine with her knowledge of sin and evil into an appro
priate symbol for Swinburne’s Muse. The Borgia of the ballads creates
rather than destroys, becomes victim instead of murderess.
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Musical and literary associations in the first poem characterize
Borgia as a lady of poetry. “A Ballad of Life” opens with imagery
reminiscent of the Romantics’ versions of the essence and sources of
poetry. Like Keats and Coleridge, Swinburne discovers his lady in
dreams:
I found in dreams a place of wind and flowers,
Full of sweet trees and colour of glad grass,
In midst whereof there was
A lady clothed like summer with sweet hours, (p. 1)

This backdrop also recalls the Romantics’ descriptions of winds
symbolic of poetic inspiration and resurrection. Flowers reappear
often, along with leaves, in Swinburne’ works as metaphors for
poetry. In a southern country of wind and flowers, the speaker sees a
beautiful lady, whom he compares to the moon, another symbol for
poetic inspiration. Then he explains his own impassioned response to
her vision: “Her beauty, fervent as a fiery moon, / Made my blood burn
and swoon / Like a flame rained upon” (p. 1). Her face, however, is not
filled with the ecstasy the Romantic poets found; instead, in the Victo
rian sixties: “Sorrow had filled her shaken eyelids’ blue, / And her
mouth’s sad red heavy rose all through / Seemed sad with glad things
gone” (p. 1). The “glad things gone,” according to Julian Baird, are the
pagan freedoms of love in the golden age.5 More specifically, the “glad
things gone” are the poetic freedoms of the poets to sing of love and
life.
The second stanza further suggests that the ballad deals with the
subject of poetry. The beautiful lady holds a heart-shaped cithern with
strings made of the hair of “some dead lute-player / That in dead years
had done delicious things” (p. 1). Each of the seven strings represents
a necessary element of poetry as Swinburne envisions it:
The first string charity,
The second tenderness,
The rest were pleasure, sorrow, sleep, and sin,
And loving-kindness, that is pity’s kin
And is most pitiless, (p. 1)

Swinburne defines poetry as the golden poets wrote it, the kind to
which he aspires.
In following stanzas, Swinburne dramatizes his lady’s relation to
and effect upon poetic subjects disparaged or forbidden by many of his
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/studies_eng_new/vol4/iss1/11
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contemporaries. First, he introduces her three allegorical compan
ions; and the grouping of the cithern player surrounded by three men
recalls one of Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s paintings of the Borgia subject.
In 1858 (the year after meeting Swinburne), Rossetti reworked and
converted a drawing of a woman playing a lute as three men observe
and listen. The resultant painting shows Lucretia playing the lute,
with two men (her father and brother) leaning over her.6The rich color
and lavish details of Rossetti’s work also appear in the similar scene
in “A Ballad of Life.”
Like Swinburne’ Borgia, the three men depicted in the ballad
personify aspects of poetry. Learning that these dusty, feeble men in
gold are Lust, Shame, and Fear, the speaker expresses wonder in
stanza five that “the air’s face is not delicate” (as his contemporar
ies insist) nor “the sun’ grace so great” if a lady of poetry and sin “be
kin or amorous” (p. 2). The narrator’s soul says in effect: “This is
marvellous”—to find poetry without the social and religious strait
jackets in which the Victorians bind it. On inquiry, he learns more of
the men’ identities and their relationship to poetry: “Fear said: 1 am
Pity that was dead. / And Shame said: I am Sorrow comforted. / And
Lust said: I am Love” (p. 2).
In stanza six, the speaker witnesses the transforming effects of
his Muse on Lust, Shame, and Fear:
Thereat her hands began a lute-playing
And her sweet mouth a song in a strange tongue;
And all the while she sung
There was no sound but long tears following
Long tears upon men’s faces, waxen white
With extreme sad delight

Her singing brings life and “extreme sad delight” (a paradox Swin
burne often associates with poetry) even to these weary men:
But those three following
Became as men raised up among the dead;
Great glad mouths open and fair cheeks made red
With child’s blood come again. (p. 3)

From this scene, the speaker learns that this Muse transforms the
ugliness, and tragedy of life into beauty:
Then 1 said: Now assuredly I see

Published by eGrove, 1983

3

Studies in English, New Series, Vol. 4 [1983], Art. 11

94

SWINBURNE’S BORGIAN MUSE
My lady is perfect, and transfigureth
All sin and sorrow and death,
Making them fair .... (p. 3)

If she permits him to continue writing songs under her aegis, her
beauty and righteousness will transfer to him: “Now therefore, if her
pity further me, / Doubtless for her sake all my days shall be / As
righteous as she is” (p. 3). This last stanza before the envoy attests the
speaker’s commitment to a poetry of life and a life of poetry.
In the envoy, Swinburne addresses not the usual prince or patron
of the dedication, but the ballad itself, personified. He commands his
own poem to pay tribute to his lady by carrying her these verses
(ultimately the sixty-two in Poems and Ballads) and asking her to kiss
the poet for each one. In effect, Swinburne invokes his Muse to bless
this bouquet of verses, with "A Ballad of Life” as the distinguished
blossom or lead poem:
Forth, ballad, and take roses in both arms,
Even till the top rose touch thee in the throat
Where the least thornprick harms;
And girdled in thy golden singing-coat,
Come thou before my lady and say this .... (p. 3)

If the ballad pleases as the poet wishes, it will receive the Muse’s kiss:
Then it may be, seeing
sweet she is,
That she will stoop herself none otherwise
Than a blown vine-branch doth,
And kiss thee with soft laughter on thine eyes,
Ballad, and on thy mouth, (p. 3).

In this context—Borgia as an idealized lady of poetry praised by a
young man committed to putting real life into his verse—the words the
poet gives his ballad to sing to her become an invocation to his special
Muse:
Borgia, thy gold hair’s colour burns in me,
Thy mouth makes beat my blood in feverish rhymes;
Therefore so many as these roses be,
Kiss me so many times, (p. 3)

The poet’ dream and invocation to his Borgian Muse in A Ballad of
Life” serve as Prologue to the volume and announce the rebel poet’s
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4

McDaniel: Swinburne’s Borgian Muse: “A Ballad of Life” and “A Ballad of Dea

Linda E. McDaniel

95

new directions. He will play upon all the strings and choose any
subject he wishes because poetry transfigures even the loathsome
subjects into beauty. In the first ballad, Swinburne analyzes the life of
poetry.
The second ballad examines the deadening effects upon poetry of
avoiding such subjects as love and sin. “A Ballad of Death” continues
themes and images introduced in its companion piece; just as contem
porary poets no longer play on all the strings of the instrument, they
neglect essential subjects of poetry. The ballad opens with an apos
trophe to Love, Time, and Sin to grieve for their mistreatment in the
poetry of the age; then follows a waking vision of Queen Venus, in
tears and in poor health, mourning the death of her lady of poetry.
Stanza one indicates how the age restricts Love, stifling her mirth
and pleasure: “Kneel down, fair Love, and fill thyself with tears, /
Girdle thyself with sighing for a girth / Upon the sides of mirth” (p. 4).
The “soft raiment” of “woven sighs,” the pains and sorrows for
“armlet and for gorget and for sleeve,” as Baird points out,7 indicate
the covering-up of Love. In stanza two, Love’s lute hangs silent on
trees in the land of death, for no one now plays the instrument.
In the apostrophe in stanza two, Swinburne summarizes his view
of the treatment of three classic subjects in Victorian poetry: “O Love
and Time and Sin, / Three singing mouths that mourn now under
breath, / Three lovers, each one evil spoken of ” (p. 4). Despite their
banishment, the persona pleads with them to remain for the sake of
poetry: “Abide a little for our lady’ love” because “The kisses of her
mouth were more than wine, / And more than peace the passage of her
days” (p. 4).
Praise for his Borgian Muse continues in stanza three: Love
knows “if she were good to see.” Time cannot find in any land
“Another woman fashioned like as this” (p. 5). Finally, in a delightful
image echoing the theme in the first ballad that his Muse transfigures
“sin and sorrow and death / Making them fair,” Swinburne addresses
Sin: “thou knowest that all thy shame in her / Was made a goodly
thing; / Yea, she caught Shame and shamed him with her kiss” (p. 5).
Stanza four pictures Queen Venus mourning the death of her
favorite Muse; and Venus herself appears in failing health:
By night there stood over against my bed
Queen Venus with a hood striped gold and black,
Both sides drawn fully back
From brows wherein the sad blood failed of red,
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And temples drained of purple and full of death.

Her eyes were as a dove’s that sickeneth. .. . (p. 5)

No longer in her naked splendor, Venus nevertheless shows vestiges
of her former self, suggesting she yet has some
Despite a change
in the color of her raiment, “the secret ways of love / And covered
things thereof’ appear painted upon her dress—things still holding
“delight as grape-flowers hold their wine” (p. 5).
In following stanzas, the persona gradually realizes the cause of
Venus’s grief. Observing her countenance and raiment, he under
stands merely (when stanza six begins) that Venus mourns and
weeps; he can surmise why only from her words. Echoing songs of
praise in the Psalms, Venus addresses him: “Arise, lift up thine eyes
and see / If any glad thing be or any good / Now the best thing is taken
forth of us” (pp. 5-6). As the observer learns, the “best” is a “she,” his
and Venus’s Borgian Muse of poetry: “Even she to whom all praise /
Was as one flower in a great multitude, / One glorious flower of many
and glorious” (p. 6). The seventh stanza more specifically identifies
the object of Venus’ sorrow: “Even she whose handmaiden was
Love—to whom / At kissing times across her stateliest bed / Kings
bowed themselves” (p. 6). Since further images in the stanza—the
kisses better than wine, the “honey with a honeycomb,” the “spike
nard bruised”—recall verses in the Song of Solomon, Swinburne per
haps reminds his Victorian readers that even in the Bible, kings
bowed to his lady of poetry and sang songs of sensuous love.
After Venus ends her lament, the speaker sees (in stanza eight)
the object and cause of her mourning: “Then I beheld, and lo on the
other side / My lady’s likeness crowned and robed and dead” (p. 6).
Since he beholds her likeness, the poet may refer to the lifeless imper
sonation of his lady in contemporary poetry. An analysis of how poets
mistreat the Muse follows; poetry is now vitiated:
Sweet still, but now not red,
Was the shut mouth whereby men lived and died.
And sweet, but emptied of the blood’s blue shade,
The great curled eyelids that withheld her eyes.
And sweet, but
spoilt gold,
The weight colour in her tresses weighed.
And sweet, but as a vesture with new dyes,
The body that was clothed with love of old. (p. 6)
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Though still sweet, the poetry written by his contemporaries for girls
and children appears lifeless.
Stanza nine continues imagery initiated in the first ballad—
apparently describing the female anatomy. Since a literal reading of
these passages ultimately evokes in “A Ballad of Death” the image of
leaves suddenly sprouting on a woman’ chest, a metaphorical read
ing may be suggested. Although the conceit Swinburne develops pos
sibly discomfits modern students just as much as a picture of a
woman’ unclothed body embarrassed Victorians, the images further
develop his theme as Swinburne expresses his impassioned physical
responses to poetry. His vision of Borgia in the first ballad, for exam
makes his “blood burn and swoon” (p. 1). In pertinent terms,
Lionel Stevenson discusses the poet’ passionate feelings about works
of art:
The range of Swinburne’s personal experience was so narrow, and
indeed so conventional, that he had to depend almost wholly on
literature and art to provide his imaginative stimulus.
emo
tional reactions, however, were so abnormally intense that a poem
or statue could stir him as profoundly as a love affair or a
disaster for an ordinary person.8

The poems and essays indicate how Swinburne indeed often looked
upon poetry as an ordinary person regards a lover or a friend.
Such intense responses may be revealed in Swinburne’ compar
ing the physical aspects of poetry as printed in books with the physi
cal attributes of a woman. When he compares poetry to a lover,
margins of a page appear, for instance, as “sweet white sides”; the
bosom or “parted breast flowers” represent the twin, parted pages of
an open book, “cloven apart” at the “interspace” where the pages are
bound; the mouth or lips, the printed words themselves through which
poetry speaks; the hair, the lines falling across the page; the eyelids,
perhaps the cover of a book.
For example, in “A Ballad of Life,” his Borgian lady transfigures
“sin and sorrow and death”:
Making them fair as her own eyelids be,
Or lips wherein my whole soul’s life abides;
Or as her
white
And bosom carved to kiss. (p. 3)

Swinburne strains the conceit to its limits in “A Ballad of Death.” As
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the speaker weeps over the poetry he reads, his tears fall “Even where
her parted breast-flowers have place, / Even where they are cloven
apart—who knows not this?”
6-7). An impish young man would
enjoy the notion of hypocritical or prurient readers getting snagged on
lines saying only that people who never opened a book “know not
this.” A serious, learned poet would realize that such mischievous
word-play misleads even sympathetic readers. Swinburne therefore
awkwardly, but ingeniously, mixes his metaphors as he more
seriously continues describing the changes in poetry:
Ah! the flowers cleave apart
And their sweet fills the tender interspace;
Ah! the leaves grown thereof were things to kiss
Ere their fine gold was tarnished at the heart. (p. 7)

He shifts to his alternate imagery for printed poetry—moving from
“breast flowers” to “flowers” to “leaves”—to imply that the golden
pages of poetry, so beautiful they can make him weep or prompt him to
kiss the printed page, have in his day become tarnished because they
are not of real gold, i. e., poetry about sin or sorrow or love as it actually
occurs.9 Whatever Swinburne’ purpose in these passages, he delin
eates no ordinary mortal woman.
As if continued on the metaphorical level, however, the stanza
before the envoy presents a convincing description of a young poet’s
responses to the great body of sensuous poetry, whose body he found
“more virtuous / Than souls of women fashioned otherwise” (p. 7).
Here the conceit would serve a loftier purpose:
Ah! in the days when God did good to me,
Each part about her was a righteous thing;
Her mouth an almsgiving,
The glory of her garments charity,
The beauty of her bosom a good deed. . . . (p. 7)

In those “good days,” before the Victorians took the life from poetry by
banishing his Muse, “Love lay upon her eyes” (p. 7).
In the envoy, a ballad again receives instructions, now to “gather
poppies” and carry them to Death, along with the dead pages of verse
men publish and call poetry:
Now, ballad, gather poppies in thine hands
And sheaves of brier and many rusted sheaves
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Rain-rotten in rank lands,
Waste marigold and late unhappy leaves
And grass that fades ere any of it be mown. . . . (p. 7)

The persona directs the ballad to take an unsightly bouquet of “late
unhappy leaves” and poems that fade before their time to Death: “And
say ‘My master that was thrall to Love / Is become thrall to Death.’ /
Bow down before him, ballad, sigh and groan” (p. 7). In an age that
forbids a poet to serve a Muse of sensuous experience, the persona sees
the death of great poetry as the alternative. The composer of “ Ballad
of Life” and “A Ballad of Death” imagines that poets in his time have
two options: to serve a Muse playing all the strings of poetry, or to
enter thralldom to a sweet nursery Muse and set up a death watch for
poetry. Swinburne resolves to deal with the Muse who permits him to
write of sin, sorrow, and death, and who makes “all things fair.”
“A Ballad of Life” and “A Ballad of Death” forecast major motifs
in the entirety of Poems and Ballads, where the poet exercises his
artistic freedom to choose his own subjects. The volume will include
verses about Love, Time, and Sin. Venus, one of his principal female
leads, will go on stage next in the third poem, “Laus Veneris.” The
portrait of a Borgia prepares readers for the ladies of pleasure and
experience who parade through the verses. The paired ballads also
prefigure poems transforming loathsome subjects into beauty.
Finally, the poet’s description of his Borgian Muse and his analysis of
a golden poetry filled with life are clues toward some of the most
valuable, and most neglected treasures in the collection—the songs
and revelations of the conflicts and ways of a poet’ soul. Swinburne
emphasizes his aesthetic concerns in these poems by opening with a
vision of his Borgian lady and announcing that she rates high among
the Muses he serves.

NOTES
1 The Poems of Algernon Charles Swinburne (London, 1904), 1:1-7.
References to “ Ballad of Life” and A Ballad of Death” are to this edition
and appear in the text. thank Professor Clyde K. Hyder, doyen to all
Swinburnians, of Greenwich CT, for his generous counsel an dinformation.

2 See Swinburne’s Lucretia Borgia: Chronicle ofTebaldeo Tebaldei, ed.
Randolph Hughes (London, 1942), pp. 74-75, for comment upon Swinburne’s
long-enduring interest in Borgian themes. Julian Baird in “Swinburne,
Sade, and Blake: The Pleasure-Pain Paradox,” VP, 9 (1971), 56-62, argues
that the Borgia of the ballads parallels the Borgia of the Chronicle.
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3 The Swinburne Letters, ed. Cecil Y. Lang (New Haven, 1959-62),
3:199-200.
4 Swinburne’ discussion of Byron’ transformation of the legendary
Don Juan appears relevant in regard to Swinburne’s use of the Borgia
name: “It is just worth a word of notice that Byron, like Fielding before him,
has caught up a well-known name and prefixed it to his work, without any
attempt or desire to retain the likeness or follow the tradition attached to
it.”—rpt. Swinburne
Critic, ed. Clyde K. Hyder (London and Boston,
1972), pp. 47-48.

5

Baird, p. 56.

6 See Virginia Surtees, The Paintings and Drawings of Dante Gabriel
Rossetti (Oxford, 1971), 2: Cat. No. 47. The drawing and painting appear in
Surtees’s Catalogue, 1: Plates 35 and 36.
7

Baird, p. 61.

8 The Pre-Raphaelite Poets (Chapel Hill, 1972), p. 219. Probably the
most familiar example of Swinburne’s comparing a book to the human
anatomy appears in Ave Atque Vale,” where he says that holding Baude
laire’ book is like holding his hand (Poems, 3:50-57).
9 Selections and Excerpts in Swinburne as Critic, provide ample evi
dence in prose of Swinburne’s association of leaves and flowers with poetry.
See, for example, pp. 46,107,135, and 275. Swinburne’s sonnets and elegies
on writers provide numerous illustrations of this imagery in poems. “On
Lamb’ Specimens of Dramatic Poets,” for instance, includes both flowers
and leaves of poetry (Poems, 5:239).
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